Cayo Espanto is a private island just off the coast of Belize.

O R N O T. . .

IT’S A WORLD WITHOUT END
by cindi r . maciolek

R

umor has it, according to the Maya calendar, the world will end on December 21, 2012. Where will you be on that fateful
day?
Residents of Belize recognize the importance of 12-21-12. Any given year, Belize is a fabulous place to visit, but this year
is extra special. The country has planned a number of celebratory events, all under the slogan, “Where will you be when the world
begins anew?” With the winter solstice of 2012 fast approaching, now is the time to make your reservations for your trip to Belize!
Formerly known as British Honduras until the country gained its independence in 1981, Belize sits on the north eastern coast
of Central America, bordered by Mexico, Guatemala and the Caribbean Sea. This small but welcoming country boasts just shy of
9,000 square miles of land, about the size of Massachusetts. Forty percent of its land mass is protected from development, offering
a variety of natural experiences for visitors.
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A room at Cayo Espanto offers a looking glass into the sea.

Turtle Inn is an intimate seaside resort from Francis Ford Coppola’s collection.
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“Belize is a great country for Americans
to visit,” said Althea Sebastian, international
media officer for the Belize Tourism Board.
“English is the official language, only a
passport is required and we’re just a two-hour
flight from the southern U.S.
“Belize has the second largest barrier reef
in the world, so many divers visit,” continued
Sebastian. “We have a natural phenomenon
called The Blue Hole, a circular sink hole 412
feet deep, that is very popular with divers. It
can even be seen from space!
“We also have thousands of acres of rain
forests, which are very popular. Plus, there’s
a very rich Maya cultural heritage. One
popular activity is to take a private helicopter
to view the different Maya temples. Our
weather is perfect year round, so please,
come for a visit.”
And, don’t let that whole end-of-theworld thing get you down. While the ancient
Maya calendar, which spans 5,000 years,
mysteriously ends on December 21, 2012,
we really have nothing to worry about. In
fact, Dr. Jaime Awe, director of archaeology at
the National Institute of Culture and History
(NICH) in Belize, says it’s just a bunch of hooey.
“Humans like to think of apocalyptic
events. They’re always looking for
doomsday. There’s a lot of hoopla that the
Maya predict the world will end and all hell
will let loose on earth, planets will realign,
and the earth will be off-kilter. However,
there’s only one monument that the Maya
carved with any mention of December
21, 2012, and there’s no indication they
perceived the end of the world.
“Other sites indicate that there are events
into the distant future. If December 21st was
so significant, they would have written about
it in many mediums and in many places. What
they talk about will be the end of a great
cycle -- the 13th baktun. A baktun is equal to
144,000 days. At the end of every baktun,
another cycle begins. It’s just another day on
December 22nd. It’s sort of their version of a
new millennium or Y2K.”
A detailed explanation of the Maya
calendar can be found at www.chaacreek.
com/how-the-maya-calendar-works.
Most people don’t think of visiting Belize
for a Maya cultural experience, so the country
decided to make a dedicated effort to get
the word out that this is the place to be in
December 2012.
“Belize is truly a Maya cultural

In addition to spa treatments, Turtle Inn offers scuba diving,
snorkeling, and wildlife boat excursions.

centerpiece,” Dr. Awe continued. “We have one of the richest and diverse
histories of ancient and modern Maya presence. We have produced considerable
amounts of information on Maya civilization, and compared to Mexico and other
countries, we have contributed a disproportionate amount of knowledge on this
magnificent culture. We actually have more prehistoric buildings than modern
houses, including some of the largest ancient Maya sites such as Caracol, La Milpa
and Lamanai. We were definitely a major player in the ancient Maya social and
political landscape.”
Caracol, deep in the Chiquibul Forest and Belize’s largest and most important
Maya site, plays an important role in the 2012 celebrations. Visitors will have a
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to camp overnight among the ruins during the
solstices and equinoxes throughout the year. For just $150, campers receive an
evening meal, a Maya fire ceremony, a private tour by Dr. Awe, and breakfast.
Visitors must bring their own gear and find their own transportation to
and from the site, but this unique experience is sure to be a fond memory for
years to come. Throw caution to the wind and enjoy the winter solstice amid the
Maya ruins in Belize! A complete list of 2012 activities can be found at www.
belizemaya2012.com.
“We never allow camping at Caracol, so visitors should really take advantage
of that this year,” said Dr. Awe. “It will truly be a memorable experience. Caracol
has a 150-foot-tall structure, the tallest in the country. It’s a grand site, and my
tour will highlight important aspects of this ancient city. Our dinner will have
Maya influences, and during the fire ceremony, we’ll have shamans from Mexico,
Guatemala, and Belize.The fire in the courtyard will be extinguished upon sunrise
on December 22nd.”
While Caracol is the main Maya attraction on Belize, Lamanai shows Maya
civilization at its best. The site was occupied for 3,000 years, beginning around
the year 1000 B.C. up through the 1700s. It includes a British colonial sugar
mill and the remnants of two 16th century Spanish churches. The summit of the
High Temple offers an amazing view of the New River Lagoon and across the

Camping will be allowed at Caracol in honor of 12/21/12.
Photo courtesy of Belize Tourism Board

Chaa Creek offers eco-friendly luxury in the rainforest.
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surrounding jungle. Excavation of the site
began in earnest in the 1970s, and portions
still remain under dense jungle.
The La Milpa Archeological Reserve is
the third largest site in the country. Much of it
remains unexcavated. So far, archaeologists have
identified 24 plazas and 85 major structures.
So…how are the locals preparing for the
winter solstice?
“The locals do not believe that the world
will end on December 21, 2012,” said Larry
Waight from The Lodge at Chaa Creek.
“The Maya view of 2012 is a far cry from the
doom and gloom scenarios favored by some
filmmakers and internet conspiracy buffs,
and this is a reality we wish to share with the
world. At the moment, the nation of Belize is
preparing for a huge celebration and taking
the opportunity to highlight this integral part
of Belize’s rich ethnic and cultural makeup.”
David Benzaquen of Cayo Espanto concurs.
“Seriously, I do not think the people of Belize
are very concerned with 12-21-12. Some will
probably do like they do for hurricanes...just
drink rum until the sun comes up!”
Aside from camping during the winter

solstice, here are some luxurious resorts
to consider for your stay. Depending on
your selected dates, the resorts recommend
making reservations from one month up to
one year in advance.
CAYO ESPANTO
You can’t get any closer to the Caribbean
than a hammock in the sea! Cayo Espanto is
a private island just off the coast of Belize.
The island boasts a number of secluded
villas and bungalows, providing the utmost
in privacy. Each accommodation offers its
own personality -- one actually sits over the
water -- and includes such items as private
verandas, gardens and swimming pools. A
family-sized villa is perfect for the family
vacation. Bring your iPad because WiFi is
available all over the island.
Rates begin at $1,395 per night, and a
full island rental for up to 18 guests begins at
$13,000 per night, depending on the season.
Guests can also purchase a number of island
excursions to suit their tastes.
Cayo Espanto is offering a special package
for the winter solstice, which includes a
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chance for guests to be atop the Maya temple
at Lamanai at whatever time they wish.
www.aprivateisland.com
THE LODGE AT CHAA CREEK
For something a little different, The Lodge
at Chaa Creek offers eco-friendly luxury
adventure in the rainforest. Britain’s Prince
Harry recently stayed here during his visit to
Belize. The 365-acre rainforest resort offers
customized eco-tours and adventure activities
including horseback riding, swimming,
canoeing, hiking, mountain biking and
rainforest tours. They boast one of best health
spas in Belize and Central America, and Chaa
Creek’s new Tree Top Jacuzzi Suites put guests
at the top of the Belizean jungle in comfort
and style.
Rates vary depending upon season and
accommodations. Suites and villas begin at
$350 per night. Several accommodations
can house more than three people, making it
perfect for the family.
Chaa Creek is offering an extensive
package for the winter solstice this year
hosting a commemorative Maya village with
interactive workshops. Guests can learn about
all aspects of ancient Maya life and culture,
include weaving, thatching, farming, chocolate
making and holistic medicine. Complete details
for this week-long celebration are available
at
www.chaacreek.com/packages/maya-wintersolstice-2012. www.chaacreek.com/belize-vacation
TURTLE INN
This intimate seaside resort is one from
Francis Ford Coppola’s collection. Visitors stay
in just 25 rooms, consisting mostly of thatch
roofed cottages and villas of a Balinese décor.
Most boast a private walled Japanese garden
with outdoor shower. The family pavilion
features three bedrooms and two baths with a
private swimming pool. If you need to contact
the front desk, just use your shell phone!
Rates vary from single nights at the
garden villas for $285 in low season, up
to $2500 per night for the family pavilion
in peak season. Packages are also available
for scuba diving, snorkeling, wildlife boat
excursions, among others.
This quote from Coppola himself says
it best. “I love being by the beach and in the
water and our new incarnation of Turtle Inn
provides the ideal balance between luxury
and nature. There are things to do -- or just do
nothing.” www.coppaloresorts.com/turtleinn q

